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Waldo Library in 2001
By Dan Marmion
[Daniel K. Marmion joined the staff of the
University Libraries in October 1995 as
Assistant Dean for Library Technology and
Systems. He holds a B.A. and M.L.S. from the
University of North Texas, Denton. His most
recent position was Head, Library Systems, at
Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, where
he was instrumental in automating the
library from scratch"!]
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Imagine, if you would, that the year is
2001, and you, a 1996 graduate of WMU,
are returning to the campus to pursue a
graduate degree. Five years have passed
since you visited the campus, and there
are numerous changes. Your interest in
communication and information retrieval
makes one of your first priorities a visit to
the impressive library / computer complex
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that was originally dedicated in 1992. As
you enter the majestic atrium of Waldo
Library, your eyes, once again, are caught
and follow the structural flow of three
stories rising to the windowed apex.
Straight ahead, rows of books recede into
the distance, but, as you leave the marbled rotunda, your attention is immediately drawn to a different set of rows.
There, to your right, is a unique array of
computer workstations that capture attention because they have little similarity to
the" dumb" terminals that you recall
from undergraduate days.
Thinking back to those earlier college
years, you recall the drab groups of computers scattered about the library in
somewhat erratic placement. Each was
marked with a sign to indicate its respective purpose. For the most part, the terminals were archaic, slow, non-graphical,
non-colorful, and non-intuitive. In order

to access the library's online catalog, or
any of the available periodical indices,
every user had to type such arcane commands as "PI" or "P2." Then, there
would be a series of steps, steps that occasionally changed from semester to
semester, that allowed the searcher to
make a selection from a complex menu
structure. And, if you were not at the
right computer for online catalog access, a
different set of commands would be displayed that were apt to lead you into a
further maze of confusing search strategies. All in all, you tended to have a
rather negative image of how to locate
information or resources in the University
Libraries. More than that, you still didn't
have the actual information in most
cases-just a citation or reference to a
location.
F?rtunately, not everything was difficult or dull or unrewarding. The library
did have a few Internet terminals that
were made available just before you graduated. They were fun, but, in those days,
the "information superhighway" was
heavily congested, and there were few
clear roadmaps and, even worse, not even
some basic road signs. In fact, despite all
the publicity, the time you could spend
"surfing," and the intriguing places that
you found yourself, you also felt that
finding specific information on the World
Wide Web was more or less "hit or miss"
with a spider lurking around certain dark
corners.
However, that was then, and it's now
five years later-a new century and a new
look to Waldo Library. When you
approach the new computers, the first
thing that you see is that they are colorful,
contain graphics of all kinds, and, when
you play with them, they are fast.
Chances are they will be the most recent
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version of the INtel-based Septiums running Windows 2K, the operating system
from Microsoft that replaced Windows
99. As much as possible, every work station is state of the art, and the differences
in access are amazing.
First, and delightfully, the baneful
presence of the "PI" and "P2" has been
removed. Now, it is "point and click"! Do
you only want the library's catalog? Just
click on the icon (image) for Finder,
WMU's catalog. Need to search a periodical index such as ERIC or INFO. Now
there are dozens readily available, each
with its own specific icon. At every step,
there is the possibility of asking for HELP
in case you don't know what is found in a
given file / index or how to search it. The
system design includes some standard
Windows (guides) with hypertext (click
and jump) links that will assist you in
choosing the right file / index to search.
Oh, by the way, the numerous files /
indexes / databases are actually located all
over the world. A few may be physically
located at Western Michigan University,
but the vast majority are not. Actually,
back in 1996, the reason why it was so
hard to get to a file or index was because
the operating systems then in existence
required a series of sequential steps for
access; each file or index had a slightly
different technological approach that had
to be followed in order to be recognized
by its peculiar system. By 2001, that bar-

rier to easy communication has been
breached and a simple" click of the
mouse" system permits the searcher to
access quickly whatever he or she wishes
to review.
Another, much-desired improvement
is that the "interface" is now truly a common one-each of the files or databases
can be searched using the same vocabulary and commands. Thus, the workstations are much more intuitive and
facilitate the user's movement from one
file to another since each new file does
not require knowledge of a disparate set
of commands or a special vocabulary.
Speaking of interfaces, do you notice how
the library applications-the catalog and
the citation databases-have the same
look and feel as the World Wide Web? It's
true. They are, in fact, Web applications.
Almost all libraries use this technology as
we move into the twenty-first century.
With that technology and a special international standard for the transmission of
information (a thing called Z39.50), the
files of many libraries can be accessed, as
well as hundreds of other information
providers, via your favorite WWW
browser. Not only is this easier for you,
the user, but system technicians and
developers no longer have to depend on
particular kinds of terminal emulation
software. In addition, we who function as
today's librarians and information managers have been able to develop something called "platform-independent
applications." In other words, it doesn't
matter whether you prefer a Mac or a Sun

or a PC or whatever. As long as you have
a viabl~ Web browser, you become a
player / participant.
At this point in your stroll through
Waldo Library, something else dawns in
your consciousness. Not only have you
been jumping around, with considerable
ease, from one file or database or index to
another, but, once a citation or piece of
information is located, you have the
option of obtaining a copy of the full text
or the chart or picture that is referenced
on the screen. This undoubtedly strikes
you as the greatest timesaver in your
entire lifetime since you no longer have to
scour the isles and shelves to locate a volume or a journal or magazine article.
"Eureka," you shout, and notice that not a
soul looks up as you dance a jig out the
door with copies of several documents in
hand. Now, indeed, you are looking forward to graduate study ably assisted by
an information service that allows you to
spend your time analyzing, learning, and
critiquing the material rather than finding
it. The millennium has arrived.
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"There is, I fancy, a kind of book
which certainly influences the world
directly, and, it may be truly said, is an
original cause to the effect it creates. It
is not the book which merely expresses
what its audience was already feeling
in a confused fashion, nor the book
which fires enthusiasm by rhetoric; but
the book which tells clearly the discovery of some truth, giving positive evidence for same. "
-Hilaire Belloc
A Conversation with an Angel

A Special Gift

Mrs. Harriet Keith: Headstone Rubbings
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In 1967, Mrs. Harriet Keith and her late
husband, The Reverend William Keith,
visited Oxford, England. While her husband attended lectures at the University,
Mrs. Keith visited the cemeteries of various churches located nearby and made
rubbings of the magnificent medieval
brass headstones. In February of 1995, she
donated seven hangings to the Rare Book
Room in Waldo Library; three of them are
now displayed on the walls of the room.
In September, last year, Mrs. Keith visited
the library to view the exhibit.
The University Libraries is pleased to
have received this unusual addition to its
collection.

WESTERN MICHIGAN UNIVERSITY

